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Flavor of the Month

“Beers whips up a sweet lesbian romance…brimming with
mouthwatering descriptions of foodie indulgences…Both women are
well-intentioned and endearing, and it’s easy to root for their
inevitable reconciliation. But once the couple rediscover their
natural ease with one another, Beers throws a challenging emotional
hurdle in their path, forcing them to fight through tragedy to earn
their happy ending.”—Publishers Weekly

“The heartbreak, beauty, and wondrous joy of love are
on full display in Flavor of the Month. This second chance
romance is exceptional. Georgia Beers has outdone herself with this
one.”—The Lesbian Book Blog

One Walk in Winter

“A sweet story to pair with the holidays.There are
plenty of ‘moment’s in this book that make the heart soar. Just
what I like in a romance. Situations where sparks fly, hearts fill,
and tears fall. This book shined with cute fairy trails and
swoon-worthy Christmas gifts…REALLY nice and cozy if read in
between Thanksgiving and Christmas. Covered in blankets. By a
fire.”—Bookvark

Fear of Falling

“Enough tension and drama for us to wonder if this
can work out—and enough heat to keep the pages turning. I will
definitely recommend this to others—Georgia Beers continues to go
from strength to strength.”—Evan Blood, Bookseller (Angus &
Robertson, Australia)

“In Fear of Falling Georgia Beers doesn’t take
the obvious, easy way…romantic, feel-good and beautifully
told.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog

“I was completely invested from the very first
chapter, loving the premise and the way the story was written with
such vulnerability from both characters’ points of view. It was
truly beautiful, engaging, and just a lovely story to
read.”—LesBIreviewed

The Do-Over

“You can count on Beers to give you a quality
well-paced book each and every time.”—The Romantic Reader
Blog

“The Do-Over is a shining example of the
brilliance of Georgia Beers as a contemporary romance
author.”—Rainbow Reflections

“[T]he two leads are genuine and likable, their
chemistry is palpable…The romance builds up slowly and naturally,
and the angst level is just right. The supporting characters are
equally well developed. Don’t miss this one!”—Melina Bickard,
Librarian, Waterloo Library (UK)

Calendar Girl

“Calendar Girl by Georgia Beers is a
well-written sweet workplace romance. It has all the elements of a
good contemporary romance…It even has an ice queen for a major
character.”—Rainbow Reflections

“A sweet, sweet romcom of a story…Calendar
Girl is a nice read, which you may find yourself returning to
when you want a hot-chocolate-and-warm-comfort-hug in your
life.”—Best Lesbian Erotica

The Shape of You

“I know I always say this about Georgia Beers’s
books, but there is no one that writes first kisses like her. They
are hot, steamy and all too much!”—Les Rêveur

The Shape of You “catches you right in the
feels and does not let go. It is a must for every person out there
who has struggled with self-esteem, questioned their judgment, and
settled for a less than perfect but safe lover. If you’ve ever been
convinced you have to trade passion for emotional safety, this book
is for you.”—Writing While Distracted

Blend

“You know a book is good, first, when you don’t want
to put it down. Second, you know it’s damn good when you’re reading
it and thinking, I’m totally going to read this one again. Great
read and absolutely a 5-star romance.”—The Romantic Reader
Blog

“This is a lovely romantic story with relatable
characters that have depth and chemistry. A charming easy story
that kept me reading until the end. Very enjoyable.”—Kat Adams,
Bookseller, QBD (Australia)

“Blend has that classic Georgia Beers feel to
it, while giving us another unique setting to enjoy. The pacing is
excellent and the chemistry between Piper and Lindsay is
palpable.”—The Lesbian Review

Right Here, Right Now

“The angst was written well, but not overpoweringly
so, just enough for you to have the heart-sinking moment of ‘will
they make it,’ and then you realize they have to because they are
made for each other.”—Les Reveur

“[A] successful and entertaining queer romance novel.
The main characters are appealing, and the situations they deal
with are realistic and well-managed. I would recommend this book to
anyone who enjoys a good queer romance novel, and particularly one
grounded in real world situations.”—Books at the End of the
Alphabet

“[A]n engaging odd-couple romance. Beers creates a
romance of gentle humor that allows no-nonsense Lacey to relax and
easygoing Alicia to find a trusting heart.”—RT Book
Reviews

Lambda Literary Award Winner Fresh Tracks

“Georgia Beers pens romances with sparks.”—Just
About Write

“[T]he focus switches each chapter to a different
character, allowing for a measured pace and deep, sincere
exploration of each protagonist’s thoughts. Beers gives a welcome
expansion to the romance genre with her clear, sympathetic
writing.”—Curve magazine

Lambda Literary Award Finalist Finding
Home

“Georgia Beers has proven in her popular novels such
as Too Close to Touch and Fresh Tracks that she has a
special way of building romance with suspense that puts the reader
on the edge of their seat. Finding Home, though more
character driven than suspense, will equally keep the reader
engaged at each page turn with its sweet romance.”—Lambda
Literary Review

Mine

“From the eye-catching cover, appropriately named
title, to the last word, Georgia Beers’s Mine is
captivating, thought-provoking, and satisfying. Like a deep red,
smooth-tasting, and expensive merlot, Mine goes down easy
even though Beers explores tough topics.”—Story Circle Book
Reviews

“Beers does a fine job of capturing the essence of
grief in an authentic way. Mine is touching, life-affirming,
and sweet.”—Lesbian News Book Review

Too Close to Touch

“This is such a well-written book. The pacing is
perfect, the romance is great, the character work strong, and damn,
but is the sex writing ever fantastic.”—The Lesbian
Review

“In her third novel, Georgia Beers delivers an
immensely satisfying story. Beers knows how to generate sexual
tension so taut it could be cut with a knife…Beers weaves a tale of
yearning, love, lust, and conflict resolution. She has constructed
a believable plot, with strong characters in a charming
setting.”—Just About Write
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Chapter One

Cat puke.

She knew it the second she tried to put on her
shoe.

“Sweet baby Jesus on a cracker.” Macy Carr began to
hop on her left foot as Emily’s voice sounded from the speaker on
her iPhone.

“What? What happened?”

“There’s cat puke in my shoe, which I didn’t see, so
I put my foot in, and it squished through my sock and between my
toes and I’m so grossed out and I don’t have time for
this.”

Captain Jack sauntered away, head held high, and
Macy squinted at him as he went. “I see you, you little punk. It’s
a good thing you’re so cute. And that I love you.” The cat looked
back at her over his kitty shoulder. “He just winked at me. Swear
to God.”

“Is it possible to wink when you only have one
eye?”

“It has to be because he just did it.”

Emily’s laugh was musical, like notes on a
xylophone. “He’s still mad at you for leaving him, huh?”

Macy peeled off her sock, made a face as she walked
using just her heel to the downstairs powder room, and lifted her
foot high enough to get it into the sink. “I was only gone for two
nights.” It was a whine. She knew it, and she didn’t care. Just
washed between her toes. Squirted some soap on her foot. “I
explained to him that it was a conference for work. That work stuff
helps me make money so I can keep him in catnip.”

“Made no difference to him.”

“Apparently not.” Done washing, she grabbed the hand
towel off the rack. “Thank God the dogs are outside, or they’d be
trying to lick this off me right now.”

“Ew, now I’m grossed out,” Emily said, and
Macy could picture her wrinkling her nose. “Thanks for that.”

“Good. Why should I be the only one? You’re
welcome.” Three sets of eyes peered at Macy through the sliding
glass door off her small dining room, and she couldn’t help but
laugh. “All right, let me go. I have to find other shoes and take
care of the pack.”

“See you soon. I’ll have a vanilla latte.”

A grin and a shake of her head and Macy hung up,
tucked the phone into the back pocket of her jeans. Shoe in hand,
she slid the door open and let in the troops, watching as twelve
paws brought April into her house, and it marked its territory with
wet and brown—the two key elements of March and April, as far as
Macy was concerned.

“Damn it, I liked these shoes,” she muttered as she
dropped the shoe in the sink to be dealt with later. Dog towel in
hand, she said, “Hey, come here, dirty doggies.”

Pete, an eight-year-old golden retriever and the
sweetest boy on the face of the earth, stood obediently next to her
as she wiped each of his paws, then kissed him on the head.
Priscilla, her twelve-year-old dachshund, was already all comfy on
her pink dog bed in the corner of the living room by the fireplace,
so Macy went to her, was gentle with the old girl who’d begun to
suffer from some joint pain in the past year. From behind her, she
heard the telltale rowr from Angus, her four-year-old
Scottie, whose life revolved around Tennis Ball. Sure enough, when
she turned around, he had one in his mouth, the yellow felt
muffling his demands, his tail wagging madly, his dark eyes almost
impossible to make out under all that black fur.

“Aw, buddy, I don’t have time for Tennis Ball now.
You can discuss that with Captain Jack, if you want.” Angus blinked
at her, rowred again.

On the floor. Macy spent more time there than on her
furniture, and she dropped there now. “Let me wipe your feet, and
I’ll throw it.”

Angus seemed to contemplate this deal offering as
Macy grabbed the ball. She’d never get it out of his mouth if he
didn’t want her to, but surprisingly he let her have it. Ball
tucked under her thigh, she wiped all four of his paws, then
dutifully threw it into the kitchen and grinned as stubby-legged
Angus toddled after it.

Back on her feet, Macy turned to the cat tree.
Captain Jack sat in the top tier looking out the window, pointedly
ignoring her. Jellybean, on the other hand, stood from her perch
one level down. Macy bent to eye level and scratched her as the
tiny tiger cat bumped heads with her. A sign of affection, and Macy
loved it.

A run upstairs to find new shoes, a chewy to all
dogs and treats to both cats, and Macy was out the door. A glance
at her cozy house as she backed out of the driveway sang of
impending spring. Big flowerpots of brown and wilted flowers left
over from fall, just waiting to be refilled with color. Lawn
peeking through the mud and puddles in patches, trying its hardest
to be green. Birds exploring the bird feeder she needed to fill.
Macy turned on the heat, slid mirrored sunglasses onto her face,
and turned up Lizzo’s latest tune as she got on the road.

A quick stop at Starbucks later, Macy parked her car
and entered the back entrance of Stage One Property Staging.
Located on a shop-lined stretch of Main, the office wasn’t large
because it didn’t need to be. Two desks, a small conference table,
a refreshment area. That’s all Macy and Emily needed in their
office space, as the bread and butter of their business was in a
warehouse fifteen minutes away. Emily owned Stage One, but Macy’s
goal was to become her business partner in the near future, and
then take it over once Emily retired.

“One vanilla latte,” Macy said and set the cup down
with a flourish on Emily’s desk. “You look lovely today, Ms.
Baxter.”

“You say that every day,” Emily replied, removing
the lid and taking a deep inhale from the coffee cup.

“Because I think it’s nice to hear it every
day.”

“Well, thank you.”

“Well, you’re welcome.”

Emily took a pointed look at Macy’s feet, now clad
in brown ankle boots rather than the cute wedges she’d planned
on.

“Puke-free,” Macy told her with a roll of her eyes,
then hung her coat on the antique coat tree in the corner and took
a seat in her chair.

Having their desks on opposite walls was a good way
to make the small space seem larger. Important, as that’s what they
did: made spaces look a certain way. Bigger. Smaller. Cozier.
Roomier. More modern. Less modern. While there wasn’t a lot in
their office itself, the way it presented to potential clients was
important. The walls held framed photos of different properties
they’d staged, shots of open concept homes, modern penthouses,
lakefront cottages. Both Macy and Emily kept the personal items on
their desks to a minimum—which was easier for Emily than for Macy.
One framed photo each. Macy had a succulent in a bright purple pot.
Emily had a small crystal vase of fresh flowers, while a larger one
served as a centerpiece for the table between them.

Tidy and sparse not being huge parts of Macy’s
regular world, she had to work a little harder than Emily to keep
things that way.

“What have we got today?” she asked Emily. An
unnecessary question, as their schedule was right in front of her
on her computer screen. The phone rang before Emily could
reply.

“Stage One, this is Emily.”

Macy smiled at the singsong tone of Emily’s voice,
the way she was able to put clients at ease in an instant. Two
clicks and she was scanning the day’s appointments. It was a busy
one, but that’s the way Macy liked it. Full day of work. Full
evening with her animals.

It was going to be a good day.

* * *

The weather in upstate New York isn’t really all
that different than in Ohio.

The thought crossed Brooke Sullivan’s mind as she
glanced out the bedroom window. April in Ohio was kind of…well,
brown. With a promise of color by the end. Outside the window of
her new rental, the sun was shining, what remained of the snow had
melted away, and most of the landscape was…brown.

But the brown meant the green was on its way, and
Brooke loved the green so could deal with the brown until it got
there. She could be patient. She smiled as a squirrel ran across
the yard of the complex toward a tree, his bushy tail like a
feather boa trailing behind him.

With a large exhale, she turned back to the
full-length mirror and stared at her reflection for several
moments. Analyzing. Scrutinizing. Criticizing.

“It’ll have to do.”

There would be days when she wouldn’t have to dress
like the CEO of a Fortune 500 company, but it was her first day at
Wolfe Realty, and Brooke had way too many emotions rolling through
her to worry about changing into yet another outfit. Nerves were
coated with excitement. Uncertainty wrestled with positivity. She
was a ball of feelings, none of which she really wanted to deal
with. No, Brooke wanted to get to her new office, meet the players,
and settle into this new life. It was time.

Her reflection showed a woman with purpose. A woman
in charge. A no-nonsense woman brimming with confidence. A little
snort over that, but then she studied the mirror. Black pantsuit,
simple white blouse underneath the jacket, three silver buttons
down the front, thick auburn hair in a French braid and tucked
under for a professional, streamlined look. Black heels, but not
too high. Brooke had learned in her five years as a high-end real
estate agent that wealthy clients trusted sales agents who looked
put together and neat, but not richer than they were because that
would mean the agent was making too much in commission. So she did
her best to walk that fine line, and it had seemed to work so far.
She looked exactly right for the part.

Satisfied she’d reached
as-good-as-it-was-going-to-get status, she headed downstairs to her
small kitchen, dodging the occasional unopened box. Two days. That
was all she’d been there, and she still had unpacking to do, but
she was in no hurry. A nudge with her foot slid a box against the
wall and out of her way.

I like this place.

A thought that surprised her, to say the least. She
wouldn’t be there long. She was a Realtor, after all, and had the
resources to find herself the perfect home. But being new to town
and needing to start work right away were obstacles that left her
little time for house hunting. A rental had become a necessary
stopover until she got settled. Getting her license in New York
State took longer than she’d expected. That being said, she’d found
a nice place. New, well-maintained, and roomy. Her master bedroom
had high ceilings, which made the one thousand square foot town
house seem airy and bigger than it was. Once her mug was set and
her coffee pod was in place and brewing, she leaned her back
against the counter and surveyed her kingdom.

Clean lines. Sleek surfaces. That’s what Brooke
liked. Her black leather couch faced a forty-two-inch flat-screen
television perched on a black TV stand. The standard beige carpet
didn’t thrill her, but she envisioned finding a black-and-white
area rug to pull together the living room’s design. Maybe this
weekend, she’d go shopping. The walls were empty, but she had some
art she intended to hang. That would help keep the living space
from seeming too cold. Impersonal. Two things her ex had accused
her of being.

The Keurig beeped, thank God. Black and strong. That
was how she liked her coffee. She took a big inhale, let the
delicious scent of it fill her, wake her up, bolster her. Then she
transferred it to a black metal travel mug and screwed on the
top.

Her weather app said it was fifty-three degrees
outside, so she donned her long black coat, shouldered her black
messenger bag, and scooped up her coffee cup. A mirror in the
hallway by the front door was the only thing she’d hung on the
walls so far, and she glanced into it, stared into the dark brown
eyes looking back at her.

“This is the first day of the rest of your life,”
she whispered. A mantra she’d used for years now, and it did the
trick. She felt herself stand up straighter and lifted her chin.
“Let’s do this.”

* * *

Brooke shifted her Audi into park and sat back in
the driver’s seat. Wolfe Realty was in what used to be a very large
house in an affluent section of town. Two-story, white siding with
some brick facing, and two large round columns, it looked warm and
inviting, homey, while at the same time held an air of regality, of
wealth and success.

Tons of research had given Brooke all the details.
Started in 1971 by Robert Wolfe, Wolfe Realty had begun as a small
office with two real estate agents selling houses to families.
Within ten years, there were eight agents, and Robert had added
commercial clients to the residential ones. Another decade went by
and Wolfe Realty had become one of the top-selling real estate
agencies in the state, with two distinct arms: residential sales
and commercial sales. When Robert had finally retired five years
ago, his daughter Sasha had taken over as head of the business.
Brooke had had three Skype interviews with her, and after the third
one, Sasha’d made her an offer she couldn’t refuse.

Now, she sat in her car, steadied her breathing, and
psyched herself up. She knew she had this. Her résumé had spoken
for itself—Sasha Wolfe had literally said so. But even at
thirty-one years old, starting fresh in a new town in a new job was
hard. Nerve-racking. Made her jittery. She held a trembling hand
out in front of her, squeezed it into a tight fist, then opened her
fingers again. Three times before the tremors stopped.

Deep breath.

Pull the door handle.

Here we go.

It was 8:45 a.m. In Brooke’s experience, real estate
offices tended to be busier in the late morning and into the
evenings, as residential agents often showed houses and made deals
after the normal workday, when clients were free. Commercial real
estate was different, though. Working with businesses—unlike
families looking to buy a house—took place during business hours,
and the offices of Wolfe Realty reflected that reality. While she
couldn’t see how many people milled about in the heart of the
building, the parking lot had been at least half full, thirteen
cars, by her count. The lobby was two stories, all glass and
sunshine and expensive furniture and lush plants. A large horseshoe
desk stood in the center, with waiting areas on either side and a
hallway directly behind it leading, she assumed, to the inner
sanctum of Wolfe Realty. The woman at the front desk wore an
earpiece and spoke in a cheerful, helpful tone. She glanced up at
Brooke and smiled, held up one finger. Maybe in her late forties,
chestnut hair cut short and stylishly, red manicured
fingernails.

“I’ll transfer you now.” A push of a button and the
woman’s attention turned to Brooke. “Hi there. How can I help
you?”

“Hi. I’m Brooke Sullivan, the—”

“New agent! Oh, hi there!” The woman’s excitement
was apparent as she stood and held out her hand before Brooke even
had time to. “I’ve heard so much about you. Everybody’s excited to
meet you. I’m Annie Blue.” She shook Brooke’s hand firmly, then
waved a finger up and down in front of her. “Love your suit.
Let me tell Sasha you’re here.”

Brooke’s smile appeared with no permission from her.
She couldn’t help it. Annie was a bundle of sunshine and cheer, and
it was obvious why she sat at the front desk. She’d put anybody at
ease, that was clear.

“Brooke Sullivan is here…Got it.” Annie hit a button
and turned her smile back Brooke’s way. Brooke had missed it, she
realized, glad to have it trained on her again. “She’ll be right
out. Can I get you anything? Coffee? Tea? Water? Smoothie?”

“Smoothie?” Furrowed brow.

“We have a machine, yes. They’re wonderful.”
Annie’s face reflected the delight that was apparently the Wolfe
Realty smoothie machine.

“I’m good. But thank you.”

Brooke heard the clicking of heels coming down a
hallway and counted them in her head—twelve of them—for a good five
seconds before she actually saw Sasha Wolfe approaching, hand
outstretched, welcoming smile on her face.

“You made it. I’m so glad you’re here.” Sasha was
tall. Brooke hadn’t expected that, though she wasn’t sure why. Five
ten, at least. Blond hair pulled partially back, the rest hanging
in golden waves around her shoulders. Blue eyes that looked like
they didn’t miss a thing. And a simultaneously welcoming and
intimidating demeanor, as if she was silently announcing I will
be your friend, but also, I will cut you if you cross me.
Sasha’s handshake was firm, confident. “Welcome aboard. Ready for
the tour?”

“Absolutely.” She glanced back at Annie, who wiggled
her fingers in a cute little wave, then followed the formidable
Sasha Wolfe into the halls of what she hoped would be her new home
away from home.


Chapter Two

Right Up Your Alley was a boutique bowling alley on
the edge of town, and Macy loved everything about it. In addition
to bowling alleys, it had foosball tables, Ping-Pong, shuffleboard,
and air hockey. Soft and inviting couches and love seats were
sprinkled throughout the seating areas, the bar made craft
cocktails, and the food had been reviewed as some of the best in
the city. It was one of Macy’s favorite places to hang out.

Also, Macy was a god-awful bowler.

She knew it. She didn’t care. She loved to bowl.
There was something freeing in hurling the heavy ball down the
alley, listening to the rumbling sound of it, the crash as it hit
the pins. Or in her case, the small clack or two when it hit a
couple of pins. Maybe.

“I love bowling with Charlie,” she said as she
waited for her ball to return.

“That’s because the bumpers make it so you can’t get
a gutter ball,” Tyler said with a snort-laugh that Macy was certain
only teenagers could master.

“Hey, be nice to your favorite aunt.”

“You’re my only aunt. And I’m also kicking your
ass.”

They both looked up at the monitor where they were
in the fourth frame. Macy had a score of twenty and Tyler had
thirty-two.

“Yeah, you’ll both be on the pro tour before you
know it, I’m sure.” Eva was older than Macy by ten years, but they
were as close as two sisters could be. It was her turn, but toddler
Charlie, at just two years old, could fall asleep anytime and
anywhere and just had. “Ty, take my turn?”

“Yes,” Tyler said, adding a fist pump to punctuate
his excitement. As he grabbed his mother’s bowling ball and readied
himself, Harlan returned from the bar with three beers in plastic
cups.

“I put in a food order. About fifteen minutes, they
said.” He handed Macy a beer, took a seat, sipped. “You got this,
Ty.”

Tyler let the ball go, pretty much straight down the
alley but with just the right amount of spin, and eight pins
dropped. Harlan mimicked his son’s fist pump.

Macy dropped to the orange plastic seat next to him,
sipped her beer, and took a moment to gaze around and be thankful.
Something she’d been working on for a while now—gratitude for what
she had, not anger / envy / frustration at what she didn’t. She was
here with her family. Eva and Harlan and their kids, people she
loved more than life. Tyler was shooting for a spare, which he
would likely get, and she watched the beauty of his approach. There
was very little sports-wise that he couldn’t ace. Charlie was out
like a light on Eva’s lap, his blond hair tousled, orange crumbs
from his Goldfish crackers sprinkled along the front of his blue
and white striped shirt, thumb in his mouth. He’d been unplanned.
Eva was forty, exhausted, her eyes so full of love it often made
Macy tear up. She wanted that, wanted kids, wanted to feel that
love. There’d been a plan…

No. Stop it. Gratitude. Focus on the gratitude. Be
thankful.

Eva met her gaze over the scoring table and smiled.
“How was work?”

“Oh my God, so busy.” Macy said it like it was a
burden, but it wasn’t. She loved when work was busy.

As if reading her mind, Harlan said, “But that’s
good, right? Busy is good. Busy means business and business means
money. So busy is good.”

“It really is. We had to lay out three different
houses today, and then Wolfe Realty set up a meeting to talk to us
about some of their commercial properties that are for sale. So
that could be big.”

“They stage commercial properties?” Eva’s brow
furrowed.

Macy shrugged as a staff member showed up with a
huge tray of food. “I mean, sure, why not? We can make an office
look good. And there could be an apartment building or a building
of condos, you know? So residential, but also commercial?”

“Ah, okay. That makes sense.”

They paused their bowling match to eat dinner,
passing different dishes across to those who ordered them.

“Ugh, get this away from me.” Harlan made the same
face he always made when faced with Macy’s vegetarianism—like he’d
smelled something foul. She took her veggie burger out of his
hands. Rolled her eyes. Tyler handed her a basket of fries, and his
suddenly pink cheeks registered embarrassment, something Macy saw
often on her nephew’s face lately. She winked at him, hoping to
take away some of what looked a lot like stress hanging out in his
kind blue eyes.

“How’s school?” she asked him. He opened his mouth
to speak, but Harlan’s voice interrupted him.

“You talk to the coach about football season?”
Harlan took a huge bite of his decidedly not-veggie burger.

“He doesn’t want to play football anymore, Harlan.”
Eva’s voice was calm but held an edge that told Macy they’d talked
about this subject more than once. “He wants to focus on
soccer.”

“It’s okay, Mom.” Tyler ate a fry, shrugged.

“He shouldn’t just quit. My boy’s not a quitter.
Right, Ty?” Another bite. Harlan bumped his son with a
shoulder.

A grimace from Tyler. A sigh from Eva.

High time for a subject change.

“Ty, you still coming over on Saturday?” Seeing her
nephew’s face light up the way it did right then was a balm to any
bad thing that could ever happen to Macy. He was growing so fast
and was currently in the homestretch of that gangly stage where he
was often clumsy, like he wasn’t sure how to operate his rapidly
lengthening arms and legs. His journey from boy to man was
happening at an alarmingly fast rate, at least for Macy.

“Hell, yeah,” he said, and then his expression
turned sheepish at the look Eva shot him. She didn’t even have to
say Watch your mouth. It was unspoken, but crystal clear. A
universal talent of moms everywhere.

Charlie picked that moment to wake up, his sleepy
face breaking into a smile as he stretched his chubby arms over his
head and yawned widely to display the bright rows of teeth in his
little mouth.

“Well, hi there,” Eva said to her son as she sat him
up.

“Who’s the happiest baby on the planet?” Macy asked
as she reached for him, and he lifted his arms to her. “Is it you?
Is it? Come here and see your Aunt Macy.”

Charlie pointed to a bowler, and his little lips
formed a perfect O as he watched the bright green ball roll down
the alley. Then he uttered a small “Whoa.” Macy laughed and kissed
his dimpled cheek.

Ten more minutes and Harlan clapped his hands
together once. “Back at it?”

Nods all around and the bowling resumed. As Harlan
took his turn—all power, little skill, lots of pins knocked
down—and Eva followed Charlie as he toddled around the bowling
alley, Macy sat back next to Tyler and folded her arms over her
chest.

“You know, you don’t have to play football anymore
if you don’t want to, right? Doesn’t make you a quitter. At all.”
She didn’t look at her nephew as she spoke.

“I know.” He stared straight ahead, his sandy hair
falling into his eyes, and shrugged but said nothing more on the
subject. A beat passed. Two. Then, “Hey, can we watch Rent
Friday night?”

Macy grinned, didn’t bug her eyes out and say
Again? or remind him how many times they’d already watched
it—close to a dozen. “Absolutely. I’ll make caramel popcorn.”

“Sweet.” He got up to take his turn.

Eva dropped into the chair Tyler had vacated with a
tired groan.

“I love that boy, you know,” Macy said quietly.

“I know.”

Macy turned to Charlie and swooped him off his
mother’s lap and into her own. “And I love this boy, too.” She dove
at him, kissing the side of his neck with loud smacks as her
nephew’s gleeful giggles filled the air.

* * *

Much of Brooke’s job involved adrenaline. Not huge
doses, not like she was a firefighter or somebody on the trading
floor on Wall Street or an emergency room doctor. But smaller
steady doses of it. The thrill of a sale. The anticipation of
showing a client something that’s exactly right. Knowing she was
getting a sizable commission. All those things gave her little
shots of adrenaline. Little boosts that kept her running all
day.

The downside of running on adrenaline was that you
had to come down sooner or later, hopefully as a gentle lowering
onto a soft pillow and not as a painful crash onto a concrete
floor. She’d experienced both, and she much preferred the gentle
lowering. No surprise there.

Tonight, though…tonight, she was just tired.
Bone-weary, no-energy-to-stand-up-any-longer exhausted. Wiped the
hell out.

Unsurprising, really. She’d been firing on all
cylinders since Saturday afternoon when she and the movers had
arrived at her town house. Since she’d rented it online, without
having actually seen it, she was pleasantly surprised by the
spaciousness of the rooms, the privacy of the backyard area, small
but mostly fenced. It was a newer build, so her kitchen appliances
were all modern. Stainless steel. Black granite countertops. She
poured herself a glass of sauvignon blanc, grabbed her tuna salad
sandwich, and went into the living room where she dropped to the
couch with the sigh of a woman who’d worked nonstop for nearly ten
hours. Because she had.

She should have done more unpacking, but her brain
didn’t even have the capacity left for something mindless on the
television, let alone deciding where things should go, so she left
the boxes alone, left the TV off, and ate in the silence.

A muffled thump came from the wall behind her.
Neighbors. Renting was new for Brooke—she’d owned a house back in
Ohio. Small and older, but the first thing she’d purchased on her
own. Leaving it had been hard, but until she got to know the
various neighborhoods of Northwood, she didn’t feel comfortable
buying something sight unseen. Renting a town house temporarily had
been the solution. What she couldn’t really anticipate virtually
was how thick or thin the walls separating the houses might be.

Another thump, this time followed by a man’s voice.
“Goddamn it.”

“I’m sorry.” A woman. “I didn’t think—”

“You never think, do you?” He definitely
sounded mad.

The voices faded, and Brooke figured they must’ve
moved to another room. She shook her head, sipped her wine. As she
did so, she glanced at the sliding glass door off the dining area
and jumped in surprise. Two yellow eyes stared back at her,
slightly below knee level.

An investigation revealed it to be a cat. Brooke
squatted to get a better look. The cat didn’t move but simply sat
there, watching her. Inky black fur made it hard to see in the
dark, those yellow eyes the only pop of color at all. No collar
that she could see, and it seemed kind of thin.

“Are you a stray? Lost?” she asked through the
glass.

The cat continued to watch her, yawned once, then
watched some more. Blinked occasionally.

Brooke pursed her lips. “Not a huge cat fan, not
gonna lie. Maybe you should find a different house.”

The cat seemed unaffected by her statement, so she
stood and went back to the living room to finish her dinner. Maybe
tomorrow she wouldn’t be quite this tired, and she’d be able to
take a walk, explore a little bit, get to know her new city.

By nine fifteen, Brooke was yawning widely. She knew
there were a few boxes in her bedroom that needed to be unpacked,
so she decided she’d make an attempt at starting at least one of
them until she was ready to fall into bed. “Yeah, I’ll unpack for
five minutes,” she muttered with a small chuckle as she put her
dishes in the dishwasher. As she hit the light switch in the
kitchen, she noticed the cat was still there, still at her door,
now lying down. Watching.

They had a little stare down. Five seconds. Ten.
Finally Brooke sighed and grabbed the tuna can she hadn’t rinsed
yet.

“Fine,” she said, crossing to the door and sliding
it open. “Don’t get used to this,” she said to the cat as she set
the can on the ground and shut the door again, locked it.

She left the vertical blinds open.

Upstairs, she pulled some clothes out of an open box
and hung them in the walk-in closet. It wasn’t huge, but it was
bigger than any closet she’d had in her old house, so she loved it.
As she hung a shirt here, a pair of pants there, she reflected on
her day, which had been a whirlwind of new faces, meetings, and an
influx of information that had her reeling from the potential.
She’d been given her own office—many agents were in cubicles—and
Sasha had scheduled her to sit in on several meetings during the
week.

“Your reputation is stellar.” That’s what Sasha had
said during their first interview, and she’d said it again today,
then indicated that she had at least two clients she would
introduce Brooke to this week. One of them involved a brand-new
build featuring twenty-four luxury apartments. “I want you on
this,” Sasha had said to her, right there at the conference table
in the Wolfe Realty offices in front of fifteen staff members.
Sasha’s confidence in her was apparent. Not only to Brooke, but to
the other agents. Brooke noticed a scowl or two here, a subtle eye
roll there, but most of the staff was welcoming.

She hung up one more dress and felt herself hit the
figurative wall. She fell onto her bed just as her phone pinged the
arrival of a text. She glanced. Eddie.

How was ur first day?

Well, it had only taken all day long and well into
the evening for her to hear from her little brother. “Better late
than never, I guess,” she muttered as she typed a response.

Super busy, but good.

His reply came a few seconds later: Dope.

She waited for more, but apparently, that was going
to be it. Typical. Back in its place on the nightstand, the phone
stayed quiet.

It had been hard to leave her hometown, but moments
like this reminded her why she had. Her family really didn’t know
her, and what they did know, they didn’t like. Eddie was three
years younger than Brooke, but they’d grown up very close. She’d
always been very protective of him, until he grew to his full
height of six two. Then the roles had reversed, and Eddie became
Brooke’s protector.

All that changed the day she’d come out.

“Nope.” She said it aloud. Got undressed and ready
for bed, continually shaking her head. “Nope. Not going there.”

Master of Not Going There.

She needed a degree or at least a certificate of
some kind to show people how adept she’d become at it. At
avoidance.

Under the covers, she let out a long breath, tried
to get herself to relax, to let go of the tension that seemed to be
a permanent part of her existence. As usual, she was only able to
get partway there.

This was her chance. A new town. A new home. A new
job.

A new start.


Chapter Three

How the hell was it Thursday already?

The question ran through Macy’s mind as she gathered
up her bag, her purse, and the box of Danishes she’d brought with
her to the Wolfe Realty offices. She wasn’t late, thank God, but
she was cutting it close for her nine thirty meeting, thanks to the
fact that Priscilla took her good old sweet time doing her business
that morning, wandering the small backyard for what felt like hours
to Macy. And while she hated to rush the little dachshund—Macy
didn’t want to be rushed when she was that old—she had
things to do. Then, there had been an unusually long line at Sweet
on You, and her favorite doughnuts had been sold out, so she’d had
to settle for Danishes. Which had looked really good, she had to
admit.

“Macy!” Annie Blue smiled wide as Macy walked toward
the front desk. “Long time no see, girl. How’s life? How are all
those adorable animals of yours?” And just like that, Macy felt the
tiniest bit less frazzled. Annie had that effect on people.

“Priscilla rules the roost, the boys fall in line,
Jellybean is a love muffin, and Captain Jack continues to plot my
death, I’m sure.”

“So same as always then, huh?” Annie stood and held
out her hands. “Here, give me that. I’ll make ’em look nice.” Macy
handed over the bakery box without a word. “Gimme two minutes.
Sasha’s running a little late anyway. You’ve got time.” She
indicated the waiting area with her chin, and then disappeared
through a door behind her desk.

Macy loved the lobby at Wolfe. It felt so open and
spacious, regardless of the weather. Today being sunny only added
to that effect, the rays of light pouring through the enormous
windows and bathing the floor plants with the giant leaves in
sunshine.

“Here you go.” Annie had reappeared and held out a
plate to Macy, the Danishes arranged in a lovely display.

“You’re the best, Annie—you know that, right?” Macy
took the plate.

“I was going to just bring them to the conference
room, but I thought it would be better if you arrived with them.”
She gave Macy a wink. “You can go right in.”

Another reason Macy adored Annie Blue—she got it.
Yes, bringing pastries to a meeting could be construed as a tiny
bit of a bribe, a way to ingratiate herself with the staff, and
Macy knew that. It also made her look good because what office
staff didn’t love when somebody brought them food? Annie knew that
it made for a better entrance if Macy showed up, pastries in
hand.

Wolfe Realty was a not-quite-new, semi-regular
client of Stage One, and Emily wanted to lose the semi part.
While Stage One’s bread and butter was residential staging,
branching into offices and luxury apartments was something Emily
had been working toward
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